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I ntroductlon 



That the Impact of the college experience Is a product of more than just 
the classroom and library has become a well recognized, but not a completely 
understood fact. More and more have we come to realize that many variables 
operate In determining not only the content of what the student learns, but 
also the degree and direction of his personal growth and development. This 
study sought to examine one such facet of the learning environment to which 
college students are frequently exposed. 

The data and observations which follow were part of a larger study of the 
quality and character of group life within mens' residence halls at Michigan 
State University, and more explicitly, within 27 residence hall houses. A 
house, normally housing about 50 students. Is the major administrative sub- 
division within a residence hall. Three houses were randomly selected In 
each of nine different lar^e halls. 

The house was the principal focus of our concern as It was viewed as a 
basic context In which students, particularly freshmen. Interact and In 
which they are Introduced to peer group expectations and Influence. The 
general research problem was trlfold: First, an attempt was made to develop 

a multivariate description, a typology, of the 27 houses using the statisti- 
cal technique multiple discriminant analysis. Second, grade-point-averages 
(gpa) and measures of Intellectual disposition of freshmen residing In dif- 
ferent types of houses or house groups, defined In the typology, were com- 
pared. The primary Intent was to determine whether or not the Identifiable 
types of houses Influenced academic performance and/or attitudes toward the 
academic experience. An elaboration of the typology of house groups will 
not be presented here. Suffice It to say that the residence groups differed 
extensively along many variables. Third, and the topic of this paper, the 
character and extent of the climate of learning within the residence hall 
house and the relationship of the learning climate to freshman attitudes 
and academic performance were studied. In addition the Impact of peer group 
Influence was considered. 



The Climate of Learning 

Of particular Interest and apparent significance In assessing the Impact of 
higher education. Is what has been loosely referred to as the "climate of 
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learning'* or ’’env I ronmen+ for learning” (the +erms would generally seetn +o 
be synonymous in mos+ con+ex+s In which +hey appear). The phrase seems +o 
reflect a broad, vaguely defined (if defined at all) set of variables sug- 
gesting the degree to which students' behavior, values, and/or attitudes are 
directed toward somewhat intangible intellectual concerns, as opposed fo more 
traditionally collegiate, vocational, social, or even anti-intel lectual ori- 
entations. Stereotypes, traditions, the quality and nature of students ad- 
mitted, faculty, physical facilities, the community setting and the inter- 
action of these variables all tend to define an atmosphere which, to the de- 
gree that it seems to be conducive to learning, represents a guage by which 
institutions or subdivisions thereof are subjectively judged. 



Theoretical Orientation 

The research literature in small group behavior, reference group theory, and 
the nature of peer group influence provided the foundation for the assumption 
that life within a residence hall house could have an impact on the educational 
experience of student residents. It was felt that students* attitude and 
their conformity to the academic goals of the Institution might be modified 
as a result of the frequently highly personalized and significant interaction 
occurring in living situations, particularly for freshmen confronting the 
college environment for the first time. 

A basic principle involved In describing the impact of house life is suggested 
by Newcomb, "that individuals who spend a good deal of time together — par- 
ticularly if they do so without a sense of constraint — jointly create TOrms, 
concerning their common interests, by which each of them is influenced.”^ 

In order to maximize the educative outcomes, Newcomb proposes three applica- 
tions of the principle; (I) promotion of a reference group of such a size 
that some selectivity of association is allowed, (2) awareness of the fact 
that living arrangements provide the greatest single source of interaction 
for most students, and (3) the overlap of classroom experiences with living- 
group membership in order to increase the possibility of shared "intellectual 
excitement." 

A cohesive group tends to develop when the group Is attractive, for several 
reasons. But within an informal social group, such as In a residence hall, 
its attractiveness will be "mostly affected by the extent to which one has . 
satisfactory relationships and friendships with other members of the group." 

To the extent that the house and its residents can satisfy such inter-personal 
needs as status, acceptance, and goal fulfillment, i dent i*fi cat ion with the 
house will be pronounced. 

The term "cohesion" has been defined in many ways. Most authors agree, how- 
ever, that it generally refers to "the degree to which the members of the 
group desire to remain in the group." One might be tempted to place a value 
judgment prematurely on the desirability of creating a highly cohesive house 
or residence hall. Several significant studies suggest the tenuousness of 
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such a judgment, for the norms and other points of attraction of a cohesive 
group are not necessarily productive or consistent with the goals of some 
larger social system, such as the institution of which the group may be a 
part. ’’This power that groups have,” notes Newcomb, '‘can be applied to edu- 
cational advantage, to educational detriment, or to neither. Very often in 
my own university I have seen- that the norms of student groups are contra- 
educational.” Both Stogdilr and Etzioni® comment on the ambivalent charac- 
teristic of cohesion in their major theoretical treatises of group-dimension- 
ality. StogdI 1 1 views both cohesion and productivity as outputs of groups 
rather than suggesting a causal relationship between them. 

Consistent with the possibility of ”contra-educational” functioning of group 
norms, Lozoff concludes, for example, that fraternity life for at least some 
students (those lacking In academic aptitude and ability) may have provided 
them with suff icient-security and self-esteem to allow them to survive in 
the academic milieu. The extent to which what might normally be considered 
anti-Intel lectual behavior may actually serve an adaptive function is suggested 
In her elaboration of a thought from Deutsch; 

”Dr. Helene Deutsch speaks of group participation among the younger 
adolescents as providing an opportunity for peer-approved regressive 
behavior In the service of slowing growth so that disintegration can 
be avoided, and progress eventual ly abetted. Thus, even some of the 
regressive aspects of fraternity living may have had functional value 
for students who needed relief from the strains of moving too rapidly 
toward independence, heterosexual mutuality and confrontaj-^on of the 
differences in the values. Ideas and behavior of people.” 

Thus, highly cohesive student groups may not be too unlike cohesive industrial 
employee groups which have been found to be effective in maintaining group 
standards, but these ^|andards may be either high or, conversely, low re- 
garding productivity. 

One could conclude that even though a residence hall house may be highly 
attractive to its residents, in and of itself this will not produce an 
exciting intellectual environment. Rather, it may well help to Insulate 
residents from the rigors of the academic community. 



The Ambiguous New Situation 

Let iiie suggest the way in which peer group influence may have i+s impact on 
residents. The university environment is a complex social system in Its own 
right. The student new to the university or college environment, though in 
many ways having been conditioned to know what to expect, must nevertheless 
conlPront many neij and perplexing situations, particularly if he must live 
away from home. The extent of his ”up-rootedness” will of course depend 
upon many variables. He may already have a highly developed set of personal 
relationships in his new environment through well-established friendships or 
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he may not. His mental and emotional equipment may be well adapted to cope 
with the ambiguities and anxieties of his new situation, or they may be 
lacking. Several studies suggest that though students tend to have some 
"valid idea of the relative strength of various pressures in the new environ- 
ment.. . (they) also have a general, stereotyped, and perhaps idealized image 
of colle^^ life which only imperfectly relates to what they are about to 
find...'* Eisenstadt theorizes that a complex, ambiguous situation may 
give rise to an individual anchoring himself within a reference group and/or 
to a set of what he describes as "reference norms." He states: 



"...there exists a multiplicity of reference norms and groups to 
which an individual may direct himself and that his choice between 
them is very largely determined by the kind of social situation he 
is in. These different reference norms are evoked when the Impact 
of the institutional structure on the individual puts him In a some- 
what problematic situation from the point of view of his status and 
collectivity aspirations. Thus It may be suggested that the kinds 
of reference orientations and norms that will be evoked in a given 
si tuation. . .wi i 1 depend on the interplay between the particular social 
situation in which an individual finds himself and his perception of .. 
this situation in terms of his status-image or levels of aspiration." ^ 

By way of application, freshmen entering the college confront several con- 
flicts both subtle and direct. As they strive for consistency and goal ful- 
fillment they are inclined toward various groups and subcultures which meet 
these ends. Within their residence hall and in particular within their 
house, they tend to make an interpersonal investment in one another through 
their awareness of their shared predicament and of the interaction with 
their peers that will necessarily persist over several months in the house. 
If returning students are housed in the hall, new students may be attracted 
to them for the "old hands" can introduce the new students to the subtleties 
of the system in terms of a "minimi level of compliance" to the broader 
system as suggested by Hodgkins. And in addition they can also be intro- 
duced to instruments of goal fulfillment in terms of needs for acceptance, 
social status and prestige. If the relationships within the house for what- 
ever reasons are positive and goal fulfilling then the likelihood of the 
house becoming a significant reference group is substantially enhanced. 

The preceding should in no way be construed to suggest that a residence hall 
house will invariably function as a reference group for any or all of its 
members. What I would like to suggest Is that the potential is there. 

A priori, the specific conditions that would give rise to reference group 
status of a house in the context of many competing groups and norms within 
and beyond the institution is speculative. 



Research Design* 



The House Analysis Survey (HAS ) 

Most of the data assessing the characteristics of house life including the 
climate of learning were obtained during winter quarter, 1965, using an ex- 
perimental Instrument labeled the House Analysis Survey (HAS). It consists 
of 128 questionnaire Items In response to which residents report +helr im- 
pressions of various characteristics of house life, such as ’’participation 
In Intramural sports," one’s "ability to study In the house," and the "climate 
of learning." 

Sixty per cent (N=884) of the 1481 winter quarter residents of the 27 houses 
In the study completed the HAS. Of concern was the fact that In several 
houses the percentage of participating residents was disappointingly small. 
Nevertheless, it was decided to proceed with the analysis using data from all 
27 groups. It was felt that the study was exploratory in nature, and since 
students served as reporters of group life in completing the survey, the re- 
sponses would nevertheless give some picture (albeit possibly biased) of 
house life. The very fact that the degree of participation did vary dramati- 
cally was in and of Itself of Interest in the study. There were several ques- 
tions as to what characteristics of house life might give rise to 86^ partici- 
pation from one house and only 23^ in another. 



Resu I ts 



General Characteristics of House Life 

Results of the study, which follow, suggest some of the general character- 
istics of residence hall life as perceived by residents. 

In Table 1 mean scores from the responses of the 884 residents to 20 HAS 
items and also the range of mean scores of the 27 houses are reported. Based 
on their "observations and opinions of conditions within" their houses, resi- 
dents were asked to rate house life on a nine-point scale on each of the 20 
items. A comparative analysis of Individual house mean scores will not be 
considered here. It is sufficient to indicate that house means on many of 
the Items varied extensively. Referring to Table 1, Items 27 and 31, ("Friend- 
liness within the house" and roommate satisfaction), received the highest 
ratings of this set of Items (in terms of being viewed positively ). Ap- 
parently Interpersonal relationships tend to be positive within the houses. 

The next most favorably rated Items, numbers 33 and 34, Indicate an overall 
general satisfaction with life in both the hall and In the house within the 
hall. The degree of satisfaction however does vary between the houses as can 
be noted from the range of house mean scores. 

The Item receiving the least favorable rating concerned the "Intellectual and 
cultural life of the house" (#26). Judging from the overall ratings It would 



*A more complete elaboration of the design of the larger study of which the 
research reported herein is a part may be found in the author’s doctoral 
dissertation (see Footnote #1). 
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Table 1. Mean scores, standard deviations, and range of house means from 20 "aspects 
of life" within 27 men’s residence hall houses at Michigan State University 
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Table 1. (continued) 
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appear that, in general, the Intellectual dimension of house life Is not a 
prime factor in determining general satisfaction. Item 20 — the "contri- 
bution of life within the house to your understanding of Issues, ideas, 
philosophies, etc.," also received a comparatively low overall rating. In 
contrast, the level of academic performance In the house (^17) was generf/lly 
considered "to be good." Apparently house academic performance and its in- 
tellectual and cultural life are two distinct variables. 

The mean ratings of three items relating to house social life fell slightly 
below the "Satisfactory" level , 22, 28). Item 25, "ability to study in 
the house," also received a relatively low rating, though like most of the 
items the range of house means on the item was broad. 

It is significant to note that of all the house activities rated, as opposed 
to ratings of more general attitudes. Item 15, "Support for and participation 
in intramural sports," was viewed most favorably. 



House Priorities 

Questions 35-44 of Part 1 of the HAS listed ten activities or problems which 
were thought to "require or Invite the concern of the house group as a whole" 
(Table 2). Paraphrasing from the Instructions from the HAS, each resident was 
asked to rank the statements in the order of the concern which his house group 
had shown for each of the activities. The rankings were to be based on the 
observations of the respondents. The activity considered to have been the most 
important was to be assigned rank number one; the next most important, rank 
number two and so on. Respondents were then asked to re-rank the Items In the 
order of what they would prefer to be the most important activities of the 
group . Many of the respondents failed to rank one or more of the items. 

Their responses were consequently omitted in tabulating the data for Table 2. 
The items are presented in the table in the order of the mean of the ranks 
initially assigned by participating residents across the 27 houses. 

Item 38, "Sport, Intramurals" was generally considered to be the most important 
activity concerning the houses during the year, according to the mean rank as- 
signed. In 24 of the 27 houses the mean rank of the "intramural" Item was 
first or second In relation to the other nine items. In contrast, of least 
concern general ly was Item 39, the role of house life in broadening the cultur- 
al and intellectual perspectives of the residents. These findings would seem 
to be consistent with ratings assigned to similar items presented In Table 1, 
previously discussed. Study conditions within the houses were considered to 
be relatively important (#37), but only slightly more so than "arranging and 
participating In social activities" (#35). It Is significant to note that for 
many residents, item 41 ("...the men regard the house as little more than a 
place to sleep..."), reflected attitudes in their houses more than group con- 
cerns for either house sponsored intellectual activities or house neatness. 
Though not considered in this paper, the mean rank orders of the ten items 
of Individual houses suggested a substantial variation in the relative Impor- 
tance attached to the items. 



